
 

7-1 
Transit Element 

CHAPTER 7
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Transit Element 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Transit is an integral component of the transportation network for many 
residents of the BCD region.  A significant number of local citizens rely on 
transit to access jobs, medical care, needed services, and all other aspects of 
daily life.  As the region’s population continues to grow, convenient and 
reliable transit service will become an even greater necessity.  The purpose of 
this element of the Long Range Transportation Plan is to identify transit 
strategies that will enhance mobility options for all residents of the region, 
including those who have no other transportation options as well as those who 
have other mobility choices. 
 
Transit is reliant upon a complete transportation system to operate effectively.  
Appropriate roads and highways must be suitable for bus traffic, sidewalks 
and other pedestrian features that provide adequate access to transit stops.  
Thus, transit can not be considered in isolation.  The strategies that will be 
developed as part of the long-range transit vision will be supportive of 
improvements to the total transportation system. 
 
Existing transit services in the BCD region are summarized below.  Following 
this summary is a synopsis of previous and current transit planning efforts in 
the region, an overall assessment of transit needs, and a discussion of the 
future outlook for public transportation. 
 

EXISTING TRANSIT SERVICES 
Public transportation services are provided by two agencies in the BCD region: 
the Charleston Area Regional Transportation Authority (CARTA) and the 
Berkeley-Charleston-Dorchester Regional Transportation Management 
Association (RTMA).  CARTA provides fixed-route and paratransit (demand-
response) services in the urban core of Charleston, North Charleston, and the 
immediately surrounding areas.  RTMA provides fixed-route and paratransit 
services to residents of the outlying rural areas.  In addition to the two public 
transit operators, a number of local human service agencies provide 
transportation services geared specifically to their clients.  Many private 
transportation and taxicab companies offer personalized transportation 
services as well.  Intercity transit services are available through Greyhound 
and Amtrak.  At this point, there is little coordination between the two public 
transportation providers or among the specialized transportation providers.  

CARTA 
As the urban public transit provider, CARTA serves as the primary means of 
transportation for many local residents.  CARTA’s services include a network 
of fixed routes, complementary paratransit service (Tel-A-Ride), and the 
Downtown Area Shuttle trolleys (DASH).  CARTA is currently unable to 
provide an adequate level of service to its customers, due to a lack of local 
funding.  However, the future outlook is brighter, due to the recent passage of 
a dedicated sales tax referendum. 
 
CARTA was established in 1997, when the agency assumed responsibility for 
transit services that were formerly operated by South Carolina Electric and 
Gas (SCE&G).  As part of the transition agreement, SCE&G provided funds 
sufficient to support transit operations for approximately 7 years.  At the end 
of the 7-year period, a new local funding source must be identified to support 
operations and provide matching monies for federal grants. 
 
In November 2002, Charleston County voters narrowly approved a ½-cent 
increase in the County sales tax, with the proceeds designated to provide 
funding for highway and bridge improvements, green space acquisition, and 
CARTA operations.  The election results were challenged, however, due to the 
wording on the ballot, and the sales tax referendum was ruled invalid by the 
South Carolina Supreme Court in August 2003. 
 
Without the sales tax proceeds to serve as a local funding source, and no other 
alternative local funding mechanism, CARTA has been forced to decrease 
service several times, with the most drastic service reduction occurring in 
January 2004.  CARTA is currently operating seven routes, which is less than 
half of what was formerly provided.  Service has also been suspended on 
Sundays as well as on weekdays and Saturdays after 8:00 PM.  As fixed routes 
have been discontinued, Tel-A-Ride service in these areas also has been 
terminated.  Only one DASH route currently operates, and it is provided with 
the assistance of funding from the College of Charleston. 
 
Figures 7.1A and 7.1B illustrate the fixed routes that operated until the 
Supreme Court’s ruling that invalidated the sales tax referendum, as well as 
the current routes after several service reductions.  As can be seen, a 
significant number of areas have lost transit service. 
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Figure 7.2 
Source: CARTA 

Source: www.ridecarta.com 

Source: www.ridecarta.com 
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The impacts of recent service cuts also can be seen in the decrease in ridership 
since the service cuts, as shown in Figure 7.2.  Ridership losses in 2004 are 
even more dramatic.  As of April 2004, ridership is 69% lower than the same 
period in 2003.  Because Tel-a-Ride service is reduced in parallel with fixed-
route reductions, Tel-a-Ride ridership is also significantly lower than previous 
levels. 

CARTA Fixed-Route Ridership Trends
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In November 2004, a second referendum was held after the Supreme Court’s 
decision to overturn the previous election result.  The referendum passed by a 
margin of 59% to 41%, but was again challenged in the South Carolina 
Supreme Court.  The Court refused to hear the appeal, and the election results 
stand.  Despite the results of the recent referendum, proceeds from the 
collection of the additional sales tax will not be available to CARTA until later 
in 2005.  CARTA anticipates being able to obtain a “bridge loan” that would 
sustain operations until the agency begins receiving proceeds from the 
dedicated sales tax.   
 
In anticipation of the election in November 2004, CARTA unveiled its “New 
CARTA Plan,” which outlines a process to revamp fixed-route and DASH 
services, including new local routes, express routes, park-and-ride lots, and 
neighborhood circulators.  This plan was developed from community input on 
the types of transit services that are most desirable for area residents.  
Proceeds from a successful referendum would be used to phase in the “New 
CARTA Plan.”  
 

Even before the major service cuts in January 2004, most of CARTA’s 
ridership could be classified as “transit-dependent.”  According to a 2003 
Ridership Survey, 81% of the CARTA customers surveyed indicated that they 
used CARTA services because they did not have access to a car or could not 
drive.  This figure may be even higher now, as a result of service cuts that 
would further dissuade “choice” riders from using the system. 

RTMA 
RTMA provides rural transit service throughout the BCD region, serving both 
the general public through scheduled routes and contract services as well as 
Medicaid Title XIX transportation services.  Established in 1996, RTMA 
focuses on transporting customers who reside in rural areas, even if their trip 
destination lies within the urbanized area (e.g., medical facilities in downtown 
Charleston).  Because of the rural service area, RTMA is characterized by 
longer trip lengths and more specialized services than are typically provided in 
an urban setting.  Figure 7.3A and 7.3B illustrates RTMA routes within the 
CHATS study area. 
 
RTMA has experienced increasing ridership recently, as illustrated in Figure 
7.4.  These gains result from increased coordination with local human service 
agencies, enabling RTMA to provide additional transportation services on a 
contract basis.  As a result of these contracts, RTMA has been able to increase 
its cost recovery ratio to more than 65%.  Like CARTA, RTMA also lost some 
potential funding with the decision to overturn the results of the sales tax 
referendum in 2002.  However, unlike CARTA, RTMA was able to absorb the 
shortfall much more readily, due to the significant revenues received from 
contract services (as a local funding source for operations and to match federal 
funds).  Both RTMA and CARTA will receive proceeds from the recent 
referendum establishing an additional ½-cent sales tax for transportation in 
Charleston County. 
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ownership.  The National Park Service has also indicated they may 
have some funding available, at least for planning purposes. 

TRANSIT ENVIRONMENT 
The success of transit is determined by a variety of factors,  including the 
demographic characteristics of the areas that are served.  Figures 7.7A and 
7.7B  and Figures 7.8A and 7.8B illustrate the population density and 
employment density, respectively, of the study area as it relates to transit 
routes.  The transit routes shown on these two figures include both CARTA 
and RTMA routes, and also include CARTA routes that formerly operated 
prior to the most recent service cuts.   
 
It is evident that significant areas of population have limited or no transit 
service.  In particular, portions of North Charleston, Goose Creek, and 
Summerville have limited service.  After CARTA’s recent service cuts, even 
fewer areas are served.  Because jobs are not as concentrated by location, 
fewer areas of high employment density exist, and most of these locations 
have some level of transit service.  However, CARTA’s recent cuts have 
severely hampered access to jobs in areas that are no longer served.  The “New 
CARTA Plan” is designed to restore service to the areas that formerly had 
transit service, and expand service to areas that have not been served 
previously. 
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FISCALLY-CONSTRAINED PROGRAM 
 
Based on the projected revenues described above, a fiscally-constrained 
program was developed for the short-range, medium-range, and long-range 
elements of the planning period.  Operating costs for CARTA were estimated  
based on the implementation of the “New CARTA Plan”, which describes 
specific routes, hours of service, and service frequencies.  The annual 
operating costs for full implementation of the “New CARTA Plan” are 
estimated at $12.1 million in 2005 dollars.  Operating costs are assumed to 
increase by 3% on an annual basis.  Capital costs are estimated based on an 
assumed annual vehicle replacement program, and transit enhancements are 
included as required by the FTA Section 5307 funding program.  The funds 
remaining after these expenditures are available to address the planning, 
operating, and capital strategies described earlier in this section.   
 
Note that due to projected cost escalations, the amount of funding available 
for new projects decreases gradually in future years, and in the long-term, 
additional revenues will be needed to sustain existing operations (with no 
funds available for new projects).  The primary reason for this deficit is that 
costs are projected to increase, but the local sales tax that will provide the 
primary source of operating funds is capped with regard to the total receipts 
that can be collected.  These amounts are illustrated in Figure 7.11 below. 
 
 
 

 

 

 2005 – 
2010 

(Short-
Range) 

2011 – 2020 
(Medium-

Range) 

2021 – 
2030 

(Long-
Range) 

Total Revenue Available $89.8 
million 

$179.1 
million 

$197.0 
million 

Existing Service:  Operating 
Costs 

$69.3 
million 

$149.4 million $182.1 
million 

Existing Service:  Capital Costs 
(Vehicle Replacement) 

$12.5 
million 

$19.4 million $21.4 
million 

Existing Service:  Transit 
Enhancements 

$0.2 million $0.5 million $0.6 million 

Amount Available for New 
Projects (Planning, 
Operating, and Capital) 

$7.8 
million 

$9.8 million - $7.1 
million 

Figure 7.11 


